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IN OMAHA AND COUNCIL BLUFFS 
Education for Parents -A Need and a Response 
By Genevieve Burch and Vicki Mohr 
(Dr. Burch is a member of the CAUR 
Staff Ms. Mohr is a therapist with Family 
Services.) 
Author's Note: Cooperation from 
Gene Mallory, director of Child 
Protection Services of the Douglas 
County Department of Welfare, was 
essential in providing the control 
group. The Child Protection Services 
workers were most cooperative in 
administering the research instru-
ment. 
WHENEVER PARENTS of any edu-cational, professional, or economic 
level congregate, a well-worn topic of 
conversation is the problems that occur 
in having and caring for children. Few 
parents complete their child-raising years 
without restraining or partially restraining 
their rage as yet another new child-
connected problem upsets the equilibrium 
of their lives. 
In a recent national poll, one question 
asked was which stages of life were the 
happiest. A majority of couples indicated 
periods either before their children were 
born or after they had left home. Pro-
fessionals who measure life stress also 
indicate that one of the most stressful 
periods of life is at the birth of the first 
child. Comparatively stable and well-
adjusted parents with relatively few other 
problems report difficulty with child-
raising, and the difficulty is multiplied 
where additional stressful life situations 
are present such as a divorce, loss of job, 
change of job, illness or death in the 
family, or a move. 
In addition to stress, society seldom 
prepares young people for parenthood. 
This is a crucial problem for parents who 
are themselves still in non-adult roles of 
any kind. 
Nationwide, an estimated one million 
teenage girls ages 15-19 become pregnant 
each year.l This is ten percent of all 
females of that age range. Two-thirds 
of these pregnancies are out of wedlock. 
About 30,000 girls under 15 become 
pregnant each year, and practically all 
are out of wedlock conceptions. Often 
the younger the mother, the higher the 
potential for child abuse. 
Frustrated Parents 
To summarize the problem, the ordi-
nary stresses of raising children, stresses 
of modern life, and the lack of prepara-
tion for parenthood tend to leave parents 
frustrated in the role and torn between 
their own needs and their children's 
needs. The resulting ambivalence can lead 
to a variety of behaviors which are 
destructive to both parents and children. 
One such behavior is child abuse. 
Child maltreatment is not a new 
phenomenon. For centuries, physical 
punishment was believed necessary to 
educate and discipline children and to 
cleanse them of evil spirits. 
As societal attitudes slowly changed, 
the use of physical punishment with 
children began to be deemed inappro-
priate. In the mid-1950's physicians, with 
the help of radiology equipment, came to 
believe that certain injuries and fractures 
were the result of physical abuse. 
C. Henry Kempe studied this problem 
and in 1968 published a momentous 
article on the "Battered Child Syndrome," 
which received national attention. 
One Million Abused Children 
Today the Federal government esti-
mates that over one million children are 
abused and neglected each year. An esti-
mated 100,000 to 200,000 are physically 
abused, 60,000 to 100,000 are sexually 
abused, and 700,000 to 800,000 are 
neglected or otherwise maltreated.2 Nearly 
1,500 cases of child abuse or neglect 
were investigated in Omaha in 1978. 
The definitions of child abuse and 
neglect can range anywhere from acts 
of omission to acts of commission. A 
comprehensive explanation of this con-
cept that will meet the needs of all the 
different fields is difficult to devise. In 
March of 1978 the Federal government 
published a proposed definition. This 
states "an abused or neglected child is 
one whose physical or mental health or 
welfare is harmed or threatened with 
harm by the acts or omissions of his 
parents or other persons responsible for 
his welfare." 
In a review of the child abuse and 
neglect literature, prepared by HEW 
(1978), several characteristics were found 
to be common to abusive and neglectful 
parents. These were: 1) immaturity and 
dependency, 2) extremely low self-esteem 
and a sense of incompetency, 3) difficulty 
in seeking pleasure and finding satis-
faction in the adult world, 4) social 
isolation and a reluctance to seek help, 
5) strong belief in the value of punish-
ment, 6) significant misperception of the 
child, and 7) a serious lack of ability 
to be empathetically aware of the child's 
condition and needs. These psychological 
factors alone will not create an abuse 
situation; usually sociological factors are 
present such as a stressful situation, 
illness, financial difficulty, and an experi-
ence with violence and deprivation as a 
child. Children may be socialized into 
the use of violence as a viable method of 
interaction. The HEW publication esti-
mates that by the time a person is 14, he 
or she has viewed approximately 18,000 
violent murders on T.V. The literature 
also points out that those parents who 
were abused as children tend to abuse 
their own children and ' 'teach" them how 
to abuse their children, thus continuing 
the abusive cycle. 
No Single Cause 
Obviously a single cause of child abuse 
does not exist, but child abuse is rather 
a combination of psychological and socio-
logical factors. Child abuse cuts across 
all socio-economic and educational levels. 
The increase in reported incidence of 
child abuse has placed a burden on the 
traditional family and individual treat-
ment services. Other problems such as 
drug and alcohol abuse, child and teen 
runaways, divorce, and out of wedlock 
pregnancy, have also increased, but few 
corresponding increases in the allocation 
of resources have been made. Therefore 
the problem of child abuse is not likely to 
receive resources necessary for adequate 
treatment. 
One Solution: Positive Parenting 
One attempt to deal with the problem 
began in 1974 when Family Services of 
Omaha-Council Bluffs developed a direct 
service program called "Positive Parenting" 
for parents who abuse or who feel like 
abusing their children. The remainder of 
this article is a report of an evaluation 
of this program. 
Early in the project the Family Services 
staff perceived a noticeable change in 
many of the Positive Parenting partici-
pants. The staff worked toward expansion 
of the program and urged that its status 
be changed from that of a loose demon-
stration to a permanent part of the 
agency's services. By May, 1977 the 
original group had grown to four. The 
need for concrete evidence of the pro-
gram's effectiveness was felt, and the 
staff worked closely with the evaluators 
.. 
in an attempt to provide this evidence. 
The assumptions of the Positive Parent-
ing treatment are consistent with the 
theories of child abuse set forth in the 
HEW publication. These are: 
1. Abusing families tend to be isolated. 
2. Abusing families tend to lack know-
ledge about normal childhood de-
velopment. 
3. Abusing parents tend to be under 
a great deal of stress which hinders 
their ability to solve problems. 
4. Abusing parents tend to have been 
abused themselves or to have lacked 
nurturing and therefore lack the 
ability to be nurturing to their 
children. 
The goals of the Positive Parenting 
staff are clearly based on the above 
assumptions about the causes of abusing 
behavior. The goals are: 
1. To change feelings/attitudes/values 
about being a parent, 
2. To increase knowledge of what to 
expect from children at different 
ages and how to deal with problems, 
3. To change isolative patterns by pro-
viding social support in the group, 
4. To provide experience in a problem 
solving modality and to work active-
ly on solving specific problems, 
5. To provide a nurturing experience 
which will give strength and support 
and thereby enable parents to give 
warmth and support to their child-
ren. 
Groups Meet Weekly 
Each Positive Parenting group is an 
ongoing, open ended group that meets 
once a week for two hours. Participants 
come in and out as they wish except 
for those referred by the court. The 
first 20 minutes of each meeting are used 
for socializing around coffee and refresh-
ments in the large group. Announcements 
and issues concerning the whole group 
are introduced at the end of the social-
ization period. The group leader then 
makes a 2Q-25 minute educational presen-
tation concerning topics that are relevant 
to the group members to increase their 
parenting skills. Following that, the large 
group is broken into smaller groups to 
facilitate small group discussions and allow 
members to receive intensified training 
from the Family Services staff on parent-
ing skills and to work on personal prob-
lems. The workers use a variety of 
techniques to nurture participants during 
the sessions. 
Nurturing child care is provided for 
all children who attend the group with 
their parents. Weekly planned individual 
and group activities for the children are 
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FIGURE 1 
METHODOLOGICAL SCHEME FOR EVALUATION 
OF POSITIVE PARENTING TREATMENT 
Positive Parenting 
Participants 
Controls 
Pre-test 
Measure 
Pre-test 
Measure 
the responsibility of the child care super-
visor. As the children arrive, they are 
taken to a separate part of the facility 
and divided into age groups, each super-
vised by trained child care staff. 
Research Methods 
The basic methodology used was a 
quasi-experimental design. The design 
involved a pre- and post-test of individuals 
participating in Positive Parenting sessions 
to determine any change in variables 
generally associated with abusing behavior. 
A control group from a similar popu-
lation was also given pre- and post-tests 
but with no special treatment between. 
Figure 1 diagrams the methodology. 
The methodology provided for two 
types of analysis. One was the change 
in the test items from the pre-test to the 
post-test. The other was a longitudinal 
analysis of changes in the Positive Parent-
ing participants over time. The two cross-
sectional tests provided over 100 respon-
dents who had attended from one to 
more than 100 sessions. Since both funds 
and time were limited, a decision was 
made to test only the first three of the 
five program goals. 
Many young parents have an un-
realistic expectation of the behavior 
of babies and young children. 
A data gathering instrument was con-
structed which measured a number of 
demographic and isolation variables and 
included a Likert-type scale which meas-
ured attitudes/perspectives/knowledge a-
bout children and their normal develop-
ment. The scale was developed in cooper-
ation with Family Services staff to repre-
sent what they and other experts in the 
field considered valid child raising norms, 
values, and knowledge. 
The test population consisted of all 
participants who attended the Positive 
Parenting group in one specific week. 
Treatment 
Attendance at 
Positive Parenting 
Session 
No Treatment 
Post-test 
Measure 
Post-test 
Measure 
This test group provided a cross-sectional 
study of persons at various points in the 
Positive Parenting process. Four months 
later all participants of the groups during 
one week were again tested. This test 
group provided aqditional respondents in 
the cross-section as well as providing a 
panel study where changes over time on 
the same individuals could be determined. 
The control population was provided 
by Child Protective Services, a part of 
the Douglas County Department of Social 
Service. A systematic random sample was 
drawn from a computer printout of all 
cases of alleged child abuse reported to 
Douglas County Social Service, excluding 
those who had been to a Positive Parent-
ing group. No additional treatment was 
given the control other than their regular 
appointment with Child Protective Service 
workers. At the end of four months the 
same respondents were retested. 
Results of Positive Parenting 
The data from the study were analyzed 
in three ways. First, Positive Parenting 
participants ~u~d controls were compared 
on all test items. Second, the pre- and 
post-test scores on test items were com-
pared. Third, the Positive Parenting par-
ticipant's scores on test items were 
analyzed by how many sessions they had 
attended. 
However, before beginning the analysis 
of test items, a comparison was necessary 
between the Positive Parenting partici-
pants and the control group to ascertain 
whether some variable other than atten-
dance at Positive Parenting sessions could 
have caused changes in the test scores. 
Skeptics of social intervention pro-
grams often assert that the least problem-
atic participants are selected for programs 
in order for the program to appear more 
successful. The scientific ideal of randomly 
assigning participants to either the treat-
ment group or the control group is seldom 
possible. The method used in this evalua-
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tion was to test similar populations-one 
with the treaunent and the other without. 
The method was based on the assumption 
that, other than participation in the 
Positive Parenting groups, the two popu-
lations were similar. 
The Positive Parenting participants and 
controls were compared on demographic 
variables, pre-abusing background vari-
ables, potential stress factors, and isola-
tion variables. The Positive Parenting 
participants had a larger proportion of 
males, persons from Catholic background, 
and persons reporting no religion. They 
were slightly older at first marriage, had 
a somewhat shorter mean time between 
age of marriage and birth of first child, 
and had more children. 
The control group contained a higher 
proportion of persons without a spouse. 
The two groups had a similar income 
distribution. 
The Test Instrument 
The test instrument included scales 
to measure attitudes and perspectives 
about parenthood and child raising and 
test knowledge about stages in normal 
child development. The criteria for scoring 
test items were the child development 
literature, the expertise of local child 
development professionals, and the speci-
fied goals of the program staff. 
Three groups of pre-test respondents 
were compared: 1) participants attending 
their first Positive Parenting session, 2) all 
other participants at the sessions on the 
days of the test, and 3) the control group. 
On 14 of the 20 items analyzed the 
Positive Parenting participants had the 
largest proportion of correct answers, the 
control group had the next largest pro-
portion of correct answers, and the first 
time participants the lowest percentage of 
correct scores. Most of these differences 
were statistically significant, meaning that 
it is highly unlikely (at the 99.9 level 
of probability) that they would have 
occurred by chance. The results are 
discussed in three categories: punishment 
items, child development items, and 
general child raising value items. 
Six items on punishment of small 
children were included in the scale. Table 
1 shows the items in order of severity. 
On the four most severe punishment 
items all of the Positive Parenting partici-
pants gave correct answers. The control 
group had the next highest proportion 
of correct answers on five of the six 
items, and the first time participants had 
significantly fewer correct responses. 
While knowledge of correct behavior 
does not mean that it will be followed, 
TABLE 1 
COMPARISON OF POSITIVE PARENTING PARTICIPANTS AND CONTROL GROUP 
ON BELIEF IN PUNISHMENT TEST ITEMS 
Positive 
Parenting First Time 
Participants Control Group Participants 
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 
Children who disobey their 
parents should be punished 
severely. 
Disagree 45 
Spanking children is the most 
effective punishment. 
Disagree 45 
A little boy who plays with his 
penis should have his hands 
slapped gently. 
Disagree 45 
Three year olds who tell wild 
stories as if they were true 
should be punished for lying. 
Disagree 45 
Scolding children during toilet 
training speeds up the process. 
Disagree 42 
Children should not be forced 
to eat against their will. 
Agree 33 
N= 45 
it is certainly a necessary step toward 
improving behavior. 
Knowledge of normal development in 
children is important in parenting. One 
of the theories of the cause of child 
abuse is the unrealistic expectation that 
parents, especially young parents, have 
of babies and young children. The control 
group had a larger percentage of correct 
responses in only one of the items, the 
first one on the table. Table 2 shows the 
responses. In the other eight items, the 
Positive Parenting group averaged 30 per-
centage points more correct responses 
than the control group and 32 percentage 
points more than the first tune partici-
pants. These are all statistically significant 
differences. 
Positive Parenting participants had 
a statistically significant change in 
their attitudes, perspectives, and 
knowledge about child care and 
development over a four-month 
period. 
Five items were included that tend to 
relate to general social values or per-
spectives on the place of children and 
the "proper" role relationship between 
parents and children. These items can 
be seen in Table 3. Positive Parenting 
participants leaned toward a more egali-
100 35 85 15 71 
100 29 71 12 57 
100 24 59 10 48 
100 22 54 16 76 
93 29 71 15 71 
73 23 56 11 52 
41 21 
tarian perspective than the other respon-
dents on most items. However, there was 
no clear pattern on the responses. We 
would expect the two groups to hold 
values in common since they reflect 
society's general beliefs and are less 
specifically related to abusing behavior. 
These data indicate that participants 
in Positive Parenting sessions started with 
more punitive attitudes and less know-
ledge of child development than the 
control group. Those participants who 
had attended Positive Parenting sessions 
showed a significant change of knowledge 
and attitudes. Though these were different 
respondents, presumably this change was 
caused by the Positive Parenting experi-
ence. A stronger test of this hypothesis 
was to test the same participant after a 
period of time. 
A total of 22 Positive Parenting par-
ticipants and 10 controls were given a 
pre-test and after four months were re-
tested with the same instrument. The 
data indicate that while little change 
occurred in the mean number of errors 
on test items made by the control group, 
a difference did occur in the Positive 
Parenting group. Table 4 shows the mean 
errors using students' t for comparison 
on means of small groups. 
The difference in mean errors of the 
Positive Parenting group is statistically 
significant at the .OS level. This means 
that there is only a 5 percent probability 
that this difference could have occurred 
by chance. The difference in mean number 
of errors of the control group is not 
statistically significant. 
The pre- and post-tests were also 
analyzed on the basis of response variation. 
Any group of respondents will respond 
with some variation from day to day 
without reference to any intervening con-
dition. The direction of response change 
of the Positive Parenting participants and 
the controls by item was analyzed. If 
attendance at Positive Parenting sessions 
makes no difference, then similar patterns. 
of response variation should be expected. 
In fact, there is a significant difference 
in response patterns. Table 5 shows the 
response. 
While an initial gain may be made 
with short-term therapy, longer 
treatment may be necessary to con-
solidate the gains. 
Thirty-seven percent of the Positive 
Parenting participants had more response 
errors in the post-test, while 63 percent 
had fewer errors in the post-test. The 
reverse was true of the controls with 
67 percent making more errors in the 
pots-test. 
The data show that Positive Parenting 
participants had a statistically significant 
change in their attitudes/perspectives/ 
knowledge about child care and develop-
ment over the four-month period while 
the control group did not have such a 
change. If, as was developed earlier, 
these two groups were originally part of 
a similar population, then evidence is 
strong that the Positive Parenting treat-
ment caused at least some of the change. 
One final step in the analysis further 
supported this conclusion, the reduction 
in errors on test items of persons with 
a longer involvement in the program. 
If the Positive Parenting sessions 
accounted for the reduction of errors on 
the attitudes/perspectives/knowledge test 
items, then the more sessions attended, 
the fewer the errors that should be made 
in the test items. An analysis using all 
Positive Parenting participants attending 
both sessions was made. 
A total of 96 participants was included. 
The correlation coefficient indicates a 
strong relationship, significant at the .001 
level. The participants were then grouped 
as they fell in clusters on a graph. The 
logical groups and the relationships are 
seen in Figure 2. In general as the number 
of sessions attended increased, the scale 
score of errors decreased. 
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TABLE 2 
COMPARISON OF POSITIVE PARENTING PARTICIPANTS AND CONTROL GROUP 
ON CHILD DEVELOPMENT KNOWLEDGE TEST ITEMS 
Babies sometimes cry to 
exercise their lungs. 
Agree 
Young children will often 
have a fear of strangers. 
Agree 
Babies must be caressed and 
held in order for them to 
develop normally. 
Agree 
Keeping the light off is a 
good way to help a child 
overcome fear of the dark. 
Disagree 
Children will become less 
afraid of adults after two 
years of age. 
Agree 
The more people taking care of 
a baby during the first year, 
the better the baby's personality. 
Disagree 
Two year olds who are stubborn 
should be trained better. 
Disagree 
Two year olds should be able 
to feed self without a mess. 
Disagree 
Eighteen month olds should be 
completely toilet trained. 
Disagree 
N = 
Positive 
Parenting First Time 
Participants Control Group Participants 
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 
23 51 31 76 11 52 
42 93 33 80 15 71 
43 96 27 66 11 52 
39 87 21 51 12 57 
38 84 16 39 8 38 
40 89 15 37 4 19 
36 80 19 46 8 38 
43 96 29 71 11 52 
36 80 31 76 10 48 
45 41 21 
TABLE 3 
COMPARISON OF POSITIVE PARENTING PARTICIPANTS AND CONTROL GROUP 
ON GENERAL VALUES - PERSPECTIVES TEST ITEMS 
'Parents should not give in 
to a child. 
Disagree 
It is a parent's responsibility to 
keep children from making 
mistakes. 
Disagree 
Children who are praised too 
much tend to become spoiled. 
Disagree 
Talking to children when they 
should be punished is the 
sign of a weak parent. 
Disagree 
Two and three year olds should 
be made to give up toys to other 
children so they can learn to 
share. 
Disagree 
N= 
Positive 
Parenting First Time 
Participants Control Group Participants 
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 
25 56 8 20 5 
27 60 17 41 10 48 
41 91 20 49 7 33 
28 62 34 83 14 67 
20 44 14 34 3 14 
45 41 21 
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TABLE 4 TABLE 5 
PRE- AND POST-TEST COMPARISON OF POSITIVE COMPAR ISON OF POSITIVE PARENTING PARTICIPANTS 
PARENTING PARTICIPANTS AND CONTROL GROUP AND CONTROLS ON DEVIATION FROM CORRECT 
ON MEAN NUMBER OF ERRORS ANSWERS IN POST-TEST 
Pre-test Mean Post-test Mean Positive Parenting 
Participants Control 
Positive Parenting 1 Number Percent Number Percent 
Participants 9.00 7.70 Respondents with more 
Control Group2 11.37 11.25 errors in post-test 7 37 6 67 
Respondents with fewer 
1 
S.E. xy = .667; t significant at .05 level. errors in post-test 12 63 3 33 
- - - -
2s.E. xy = 1.42; t not significant at .05 level. Total 19 100 9 100 
The graph shows a very interesting 
aberration. An immediate reduction in 
error occurs from the first through the 
eighth sessions. Following that a large 
increase in errors occurs from the ninth 
through the thirteenth sessions. Beginning 
about the twentieth session the decrease 
in errors is re-established. Perhaps when 
participants begin sessions, an immediate 
relief from some precipitating events and 
some immediate external improvement 
occurs without very much corresponding 
real relief from internal problems. When 
those internal problems again intrude, 
they cause an even greater reaction than 
originally. Only with long-term attention 
to the problems does long-term improve-
ment occur. 
This analysis is further evidence of 
the efficacy of the Positive Parenting 
treatment in improvement of attitudes/ 
perspectives/knowledge about child devel-
opment. 
Implications 
Several implications can be drawn from 
this study. First, a well designed human 
service program such as this can be 
evaluated on outcome. Positive results 
from an evaluation are worthwhile for 
future programming, funding, and other 
support. Negative results can lead to 
improvement of the program. 
Second, evaluation of the more sophis· 
ticated aspects of this program might 
be extremely fruitful. Such an evaluation, 
although it would take time and effort, 
might produce models of problem solving 
intervention and nurturing behavior useful 
for many programming elements. It would 
also serve to test research methodologies 
useful in evaluating other program types. 
Third, a more careful evaluation of the 
recent trend toward short-term, problem· 
solving therapy is suggested. This research 
indicates that while an initia l gain may 
be made, a longer term treatment may 
be necessary to consolidate the gains. 
More research is needed to determine 
the length of time or frequency of 
attendance necessary to affect attitudes, 
values, and perspectives permanently or 
to change problem behavior. 
This program was designed and imple-
mented for a more seriously problematic 
parenting population than the normal. 
However, several general conclusions can 
be made: 
1. Parenting attitudes, values, and 
knowledge can be tested. 
2. A well-designed program can change 
attitudes and increase knowledge 
about parenting in a relatively short 
time. 
3. Organizations that prepare young 
people for their roles in modern 
society should not neglect the 
extremely important parenting role. 
1 Allen Guttmacher. 11 Million Teenagers: 
What Can Be Done About the Epidemic of 
Adolescent Pregnancies in the United States 
(New York: Guttmacher Institute, Planned 
Parenthood Foundation of America, 1976). 
2United States Department of Health, Edu-
cation, and Welfare, "Federal Standards for 
Child Abuse and Neglect Prevention and Treat-
ment Programs and Projects" [Washington, 
D.C.: (draft copy). 1978). 
FIGURE 2 
MEAN NUMBER OF ERRORS ON TEST ITEMS 
BY NUMBER OF POSITIVE PARENTING SESSIONS ATTENDED 
Mean 
Number of 
Errors 
12 
11 • 
10 
9 
8 
7 
6 
4 
3 
2 
0 
0 2·3 4-8 9·13 20·35 36·100 Over 100 
Control First 
Group Session 
Number of Positive Parenting Sessions Attended • 
• Gap in numbers occurs because no part icipants reported attending that number of sessions. 
ABOUT THIS ARTICLE ... 
Careful readers of recent Reviews will have noticed that CAU R 
is in the process of helping to strengthen the community service 
thrust of the College of Public Affairs and Community Service. On 
many, if not most occasions, this emphasis will be reflected in the 
creation of in-service training programs for a variety of agencies and 
organizations. The following article about a state-wide program for 
child protective workers is one example. 
Future issues will contain descriptions of similar activities as a 
reminder to readers of the variety of ways in which CAUR responds 
to community needs and interests. 
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in the juvenile justice system by empha-
sizing community interdependence in pro· 
viding child welfare services. 
The training section of the Nebraska 
Department of Public Welfare approved 
the legal training proposal which was 
funded through training funds of Title 
XX of the Social Security Act. 
The developmental phase of the train-
ing program began August 1, 1978 and 
involved curriculum development, prepar-
ation of a training manual and trainee 
materials, and production of a videotape. 
UNO faculty members from the criminal 
justice department, school of social work, 
and the English department, and a con· 
b f ~ sultant from the Douglas County Juvenile Ne raska Ch.lld Wei are'A'or erscourt prepa~e~ the curriculum materials V V ( for the trammg manual. Each module 
Given Legal Training Program 
A former chief probation officer 
for the Douglas County Juvenile 
Court, the author is now an assis-
tant professor of criminal justice 
at UNO. She teaches law courses 
in that department and also teaches 
social work and the law. In addition 
to working on legal training for 
child welfare workers in Nebraska, 
which is the subject of this article, 
she is helping develop a project to 
train Iowa corrections workers. 
By Janet Porter 
UNTIL RECENTLY, many child welfare workers have tended to work in isola· 
tion from attorneys and the legal system. 
This is rapidly changing because of in-
creased social welfare legislation and court 
decisions affecting both the child welfare 
worker and his/her clients. 
Workers involved in the juvenile court 
process sometimes express dissatisfaction 
with judicial decisions based on a value 
system of non-intervention, often in sharp 
contrast to that of the child welfare 
system. Legal decisions may differ from, 
and sometimes are irreconcilable with, 
social evaluation and intervention. Some 
workers distrust lawyers or lack confi-
dence in the legal system's ability to solve 
their clients' social problems. Others feel 
intimidated by the judicial system because 
they lack an understanding of legal termi· 
nology, analysis, and reasoning. Nebrask~ 
child welfare workers have expressed con· 
cern about improving understanding and 
cooperation between judges, lawyers, law 
enforcement personnel, and themselves. 
In the past two years the Nebraska 
Department of Public Welfare has spon-
sored two state-wide trammg programs 
on legal topics, "Children's Legal Rights 
Information and Training Program" and 
''Permanent Planning for Children in 
Foster Care." Welfare workers requested 
follow-up training to relate those pro-
grams to Nebraska law and juvenile court 
practices. 
Responding to this request, GAUR 
enlisted the aid of the criminal justice 
department and school of social work 
in the College of Public Affairs and 
Community Service at UNO to develop 
a state-wide legal training program for 
Nebraska Department of Public Welfare 
child abuse and foster care workers. 
Goals and Objectives 
The goals are to increase understanding 
of the law and legal relationships in the 
Nebraska juvenile justice system, to im-
prove the quality of the worker's partici-
pation, and to furnish a framework for 
interaction and cooperation between child 
welfare workers, community agencies, 
and key "actors" in the system. 
Specific objectives are: a) to increase 
awareness of present case report writing 
deficiencies; b) to understand the roles 
and legal responsibilities of the police 
and prosecutor, the requirements of bring· 
ing a criminal charge, and the statutes 
related to abuse and neglect cases, and 
foster care; c) to differentiate various 
courts and their functions and to under-
stand the role of the defense attorney 
and guardian ad litem and the purpose 
of court hearings; d) to improve assertive 
communication skills; e) to improve the 
competence of those child welfare workers 
who must testify in court; and f) to 
improve the cooperation of key personnel 
has a self-assessment or pre-:J..Ssessment 
quiz, learning activities, a lesson abstract, 
definitions, and a bibliography. 
Videotape Produced 
A 30-minute color videotape was 
written and produced at KYNE-TV at 
UNO. Attorneys, a juvenile judge, and 
child welfare workers used a prepared 
script to demonstrate various evidentiary 
issues as well as effective and ineffective 
testimony in a neglect and dependency 
adjudication, disposition, and review hear-
ing. The videotape was coordinated with 
a hypothetical juvenile court case which 
was in the training materials in one of 
the modules. 
The design of the training program 
should be cost-effective since develop· 
ment reflects a one-time cost. The training 
manual and videotapes will become the 
property of the Nebraska Department 
of Public Welfare and will be available 
for training, with modifications, in future 
years. Costs subsequent to the first year 
of training will be minimal, and the 
agency can revise, improve, or offer 
similar training to future employees using 
their own trainers or UNO personnel. 
The Nebraska Department of Public 
Welfare selected 120 child welfare workers 
in six regions in Nebraska to participate 
in one of four legal training programs-two 
in Omaha, one in Lincoln, and one in 
North Platte. One program was completed 
in December, a second in January, and 
a third in February. The last program 
is scheduled for March. 
The program is divided into three 
training days. Part I includes Modules 1 
(introduction), 2 (technical writing skills), 
3 (the legal role of the police and 
prosecutor), and 5 (interpersonal commu-
nication) on the first training day. On 
the second day Module 4 (courts and court 
personnel), a continuation of Module 5, 
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and Module 6 (testifying in court) are 
presented. 
Part II is a follow-up trammg day 
approximately four to six weeks after 
Part I and consists of a continuation of 
Modules 2, 4, and 6 and presentation of 
Module 7 (community cooperation). In 
Module 7, juvenile justice field consultants 
(police, prosecutors, and judges from 
various Nebraska counties) participate. 
Dividing the workshop into two parts 
requires additional travel on the part 
of the participants. However, learning 
is improved if the trainees have time 
to absorb the information presented in 
Part I and relate it to their work. Mutual 
problems and feedback are shared on the 
follow-up training day. 
Evaluation 
The training program is being evaluated 
in two ways: a) a trainee evaluation 
designed to measure both the quality and 
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quantity of the training is administered 
at the end of each module; b) supervisors 
in the regional offices of the Department 
of Public Welfare have been requested 
to evaluate any change or improvement 
in the quality of the performance of the 
child welfare workers who attended the 
workshops. 
The supervisors' evaluations have not 
as yet been received or tabulated so 
assessment of the impact of the training 
on the trainee's job performance as per-
ceived by the supervisors is not possible. 
The trainee evaluations of the three 
completed training programs generally 
have been favorable. The workers have ex-
pressed more confidence about their inter-
personal communications skills (Module 
5) and their knowledge of community 
organizational development (Module 7) 
and rated them somewhat lower than 
other modules in terms of benefit to 
their work. The North Platte trainees 
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rated the wnt:mg module higher than 
the Omaha or Lincoln participants. Many 
Western Nebraska people work in relative 
isolation from their colleagues and may 
have fewer persons to turn to for assis-
tance when they have writing or other 
legal problems. 
A state-wide legal training program 
may not meet all the perceived needs 
of Nebraska child welfare workers. Some 
newer workers want a program empha-
sizing basic skills. Others, with more 
knowledge and experience, need training 
periodically to "charge their batteries" 
and to review contemporary legal issues. 
NEW HOME MORTGAGES 
Data on new home mortgages for 
January were not complete by the 
time the Review went to press. 
These data will be published next 
month. 
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